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The Public School and
the Immigrant Child

JANE ADDAMS

[ AM AIWAYS DIFFIDENT WHEN | COME BEFORE a professional body of teachers, realizing as
I do that it is very easy for those of us who look on to bring indictments against result; and
realizing also that one of the most difficult situations yout have to meet is the care and in-
struction of the immigrant child, especially as he is found where [ see him, in the midst of
crowded city conditions.

And yet in spite of the fact that the public school is the great savior of the immigrant dis-
trict, and the one agency which inducts the children into the changed conditions of American
life, there is a certain indictment which may justly be brought, in that the public school too
often séparates the child from his parents and widens that old gulf between fathers and sons
which is never so cruel and so wide as it is between the immigrants who come to this coun-
try and their children who have gone to the public school and feel that they have there
learned it all. The parents are thereafter subjected to certain judgment, the judgment of the
young which is always harsh and in this instance founded upon the most superficial stan-
dard of Americanism. And yet there is a notion of culture which we would define as a
knowledge of those things which have been long cherished by men, the things which men
have loved because thru generations they have softened and interpreted life, and have
efidowed it with value and meaning. Could this standard have been given rather than the
things which they see about them as the test of so-called success, then we might feel that
the public school has given at least the beginnings of culture which the child ought to have.
At present the Italian child goes back to its Italian home more or less disturbed and
distracted by the contrast between the school and the home. If he throws off the control of
the home because it does not represent the things which he has been taught to value he takes
the first step toward the Juvenile Court and all the other operations of the law, because he
has prematurely asserted himself long before he is ready to take care of his own affairs.

We find in the carefully prepared figures which Mr. Commons and other sociologists
have published that while the number of arrests of immigrants is smaller than the arrests

Reprinted with permission from the National Education Association, Journal of Proceedings and
Addresses, 1908, pp. 99102,




JANE ADDAMS

of native born Americans, the number of arrests among children of immigrants is twice as
large as the number of arrests among the children of native born Americans. It would seem
that in spite of the enormous advantages which the public school gives to these children it
In some way loosens them from the authority and control of their parents, and tends to
send them, without a sufficient rudder and power of self-direction, into the perilous busi-
ness of living. Can we not say, perhaps, that the schools ought to do more to connect these
children with the best things of the past, to make them realize something of the beauty and
charm of the language, the history, and the traditions which their parents represent. It is
casy to cut them loose from their parents, it requires cultivation to tie them up in sympathy
and understanding. The ignorant teacher cuts them off because he himself cannot under-
stand the situation, the cultivated teacher fastens them because his own mind is open
to the charm and beauty of that old-country life. In short, it is the business of the school
to give to each child the beginnings of a culture so wide and deep and universal that he
can interpret his own parents and countrymen by a standard which is world-wide and
not provincial.

The second indictment which may be brought is the failure to place the children into
proper relation toward the mndustry which they will later enter. Miss Arnold has told us
that children go into industry for a very short time. I believe that the figures of the United
States census show the term to be something like six years for the women in industry as
over against twenty-four years for men, in regard to continuity of service. Yet you cannot
disregard the six years of the girls nor the twenty-four years of the boys, because they are
the immediate occupation into which they enter after they leave the school—even the girls
are bound to go thru that period—that is, the average immigrant girls are—before they
enter the second serious business of life and maintain homes of their own. Therefore, if
they enter industry unintelligently, without some notion of-what it means, they find them-
selves totally unprepared for their first experience with American life, they are thrown out
without the proper guide or clue which the public school might and ought to have given to
them. Our industry has become so international, that it ought to be easy to use the materi-
als it offers for immigrant children. The very processes and general principles which indus-
try represents give a chance to prepare these immigrant children in a way which the most
elaborated curriculum couid not present. Ordinary material does not give the same inter-
national suggestion as industrial material does,

- Third, T do not believe that the children who have been cut off from their owWnt parents
are going to be those who, when they become parents themselves, will know how o hold
the family together and to connect it with the state. I should begin to teach the girls to be
good mothers by teaching them to be good daughters. Take a girl whose mother has come
from South Italy. The mother cannot adjust herself to the changed condition of house-
keeping, does not know how to wash and bake here, and do the other things which she has
always done well in Italy, because she has suddenly been transported from a village to a
tenement house. If that girl studies these household conditions in relation to the past and
to the present needs of the family, she is undertaking the very best possible preparation for
her future obligations to a househoid of her own. And to my mind she can undertake it
in no better way, Her own children are mythical and far away, but the little brothers and
sisters pull upon her affections and her loyalty, and she longs to have their needs recog-
nized in the school so that the school may give her some help, Her mother complains that
the baby is sick in America because she cannot milk her own goat; she insists if she had her
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own goat’s milk the baby would be quite well and flourishing, as the children were in Italy.
If that girl can be taught that the milk makes the baby ill because it is not clean and be
provided with a simple test that she may know when milk is clean, it may take her into
the study not only of the milk within the four walls of the tenement house, but into the
inspection of the milk of her district. The milk, however, remains good educational mater-
ial, it makes even more concrete the connection which you would be glad to use between
the household and the affairs of the American city. Let her not follow the mother’s example
of complaining about changed conditions; let her rather make the adjustment for her
mother’s entire household. We cannot tell what adjustments the girl herself will be called
upon to make ten years from now; but we can give her the clue and the aptitude to adjust
the family with which she is identified to the constantly changing conditions of city life.
Many of us feel that, splendid as the public schools are in their relation to the immigrant
child, they do not understand all of the difficulties which surround that child—-all of the
moral and emotional perplexities which constantly harass him. The children long that the
school teacher should know something about the lives their parents lead and should be
able to reprove the hooting children who make fun of the Italian mother because she wears
a kerchief on her head, not only because they are rude but also because they are stupid. We
send young people to Europe to see Italy, but we do not utilize Italy when it lies about the
schoolhouse. If the body of teachers in our great cities could take hold of the immigrant
colonies, could bring out of them their handicrafts and occupations, their traditions, their
folk songs and folk lore, the beautiful stories which every immigrant colony is ready to tefl
and translate; could get the children to bring these things into school as the material from
which culture is made and the material upon which culture is based, they would discover
that by comparison that which they give them now is a poor meretricious and vulgar thing.
Give these children a chance to utilize the historic and industrial material which they see
about them and they will begin to have a sense of case in America, a first consciousness of
being at home. I believe if these people are welcomed upon the basis of the resources which
they represent and the contributions which they bring, it may come to pass that these
schools which deal with immigrants will find that they have a wealth of cultural and indus-
trial material which will make the schools in other neighborhoods positively envious. A
girl living in a tenement household, helping along this tremendous adjustment, healing
over this great moral upheaval which the parents have suffered and which leaves them
bleeding and sensitive—such a girl has a richer experience and a finer material than any
gitl from a more fortunate houschold can have at the present moment.

}wish Thad the power to place before you what it seems to me is the opportunity that
the immigrant colonies present to the public school: the most endearing occupation of
leading the little child, who will in turn lead his family, and bring them with him into the
brotherhood for which they are longing. The immigrant child cannot make this demand
upon the school because he does not know how to formulate it; it is for the teacher both to
Perceive it and to fulfil it.
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